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inflated when using it. Obviously, the total 
number of registered voters is normally 
lower than the total number of people who 
are of eligible voting age.

This issue of using registered voters or 
the age-eligible population to determine 
turnout is important when comparing 
voter turnout rates over time or across 
states. States sometimes change the 
eligibility requirements; for example, 
southern states, such as Texas, have clearly 
manipulated registration requirements to 
exclude African Americans, as discussed 
earlier. Also, registration processes and 
voter eligibility vary from state to state. 
North Dakota, as noted earlier, lacks 
any form of registration, so that anyone 
showing up on Election Day with a valid 
state driver’s license or other proof of 
residency is allowed to vote. In neighboring 
Minnesota, voters are allowed to register to vote up to and on Election Day. These 
differences produce variations in the percentage of the age-eligible population that is 
registered to vote.

Thus, the more accurate figure, especially for comparison purposes, is to use the 
total population eighteen and over (the voting-age-eligible population). In general, 
voter turnout among the age-eligible population hovers in the 40 to 50 percent range for 
presidential elections but declines to the high 20 or low 30 percent range for midterm, 
off-year elections. Recent elections have adhered to these trends. In 2016, 59.1 percent 
of registered voters and 46.2 percent of age-eligible voters turned out for the election.52 
Interestingly, the gap between turnout among the age-eligible population and actual 
registered voters narrowed between 1992 and 2004. This narrowing of the gap between 
turnout and age-eligible population reflects the trend toward increased voter registration, 
whether as a result of the Motor Voter Act, ease of online registration, improvements in 
database management, or some other cause. Since 2004, the gap has grown wider again.

What about voter turnout in special elections? Figure 9.3 shows the trends in 
voter turnout in special elections in Texas since 1977. With the exceptions of the May 
and June elections of 1993, all other special statewide elections since 1977 concerned 
amendments to the Texas Constitution. In general, voter turnout in special elections is 
quite low, never reaching higher than 35 percent of registered voters or 20 percent of 
age-eligible voters. Two of the three most recent special elections, in 2003 and 2005, 
saw slight increases in the rate of turnout compared to earlier elections. In subsequent 
special elections in 2007 and 2009, the rate of voter turnout fell to around 5 percent. In 
2015, 8.3 percent of age eligible voters cast ballots in the special election to amend the 
state constitution.

The 2005 special election involved a series of constitutional amendments, including 
a controversial proposal involving the definition of marriage. This amendment 

Voters in Fort Worth wait in line to vote in the general election in November 2014. 
While long lines on Election Day are common, early voting in Texas allow voters to 
avoid the wait by voting at their county courthouse or other designated location for 
ten days prior to Election Day.
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